THE MEANING OF "MOUNTAINS AND HILLS" IN
E. JOHN HAMLIN HIS passage is to be understood as a single strophe in a larger poem (41:1-42:2).' Its dependence on its context is seen in the repetition of key words and phrases found in previous and subsequent passages.2 The theme is in perfect continuity with verses 8-10 and 17-20, that is, the great reversal of Israel's fortunes as a part of the great event that has begun to happen with the rise of Cyrus. Its literary form as well as terminology is that of an oracle of assurance from Yahweh to Israel exactly similar to the two previous strophes (vss. 8-10 and 11-13).3 The strophe itself is divided into three parts, each marked by a change of meter. The first two lines (vs. 14), forming the introduction to the oracle, are in 3/2 meter. The next three (vss. 15-16a) are 3/3, while the closing and climactic line returns to 3/2 meter (reading b?wk. ~pas a single accent). Climax and introduction are parallel, the one giving the help of Yahweh, and the other the response of Israel. The ": of the introduction is matched by the 'MM of the conclusion, while in both places "Holy one of Israel" is the title of Yahweh.
The body of the oracle is introduced by the visionary "Behold" (cf. 23:19, Isa. 30:27) . In verse 11 this expression is used to introduce the vision of the frustration of Israel's oppressors. Here there is a new note. The "puny worm"4 will become a "new threshing sledge."
Before we can understand the new role
Israel is to play, we must examine the strophe at some length. As threshing sledge, Israel will thresh crush the mountains and hills. 2 "Fear not," cf. vss. 10, 13; "Jacob-Israel," cf.
vs. 8; "I will help you," cf. vss. 10, 13. "Holy One of Israel," twice in this passage, cf. vs. 20; "And thou, " cf. vs. 8; "Behold, " cf. vss. 11, 24, 29, 42 O._ in Isa. 14:14 and Job 25:6. G. R. Driver has found an Akkadian word mutu, meaning "louse,"
which suggests that more light may be shed on the problem from further study of cognate languages. The Vulgate, qui mortui estis, attempts to relate the word to "'., "to die." We follow the LXX suggestion, taking .. to mean "few" (bXLybrTOS). Gen. 34:30, Deut. 4:27, Jer. 44:28, and Ps. 105:12 all use the phrase "_P.. i"lrI to refer to the small size of or "bosom of the underworld," and the peak was called the ziqquratu, or, in Sumerian, kur or khursag, which means "pinnacle."s The greatest temple tower in Mesopotamia was the famous Etemenanki, "The House of the Foundation Platform of Heaven and Earth," in Babylon. On this replica of the cosmic mountain, the temple Esagila was built whose construction is described in the Endma elish.9
In 6 There was no intellectual problem for ancient man here. Frankfort, Before Philosophy, has pointed out how the primeval hillock on which creation took place in the Egyptian cosmology was identified with the holy of holies in every temple, as well as with the royal tombs, where it was stylized as a pyramid. He calls this way of thinking "coalescence in space." wist history (Gen. 11:1-9).10 The vain plans of man to build "a tower whose top shall reach the heavens" are rebuked by Yahweh. In Jer. 51:25, Babylon is referred to as a "destroying mountain." Here the writer seems to be using the great temple tower recently completed by Nebuchadnezzar as a symbol of the imperial power of Babylon. This would be reasonable, since the imperial god Marduk was supposed to live there.
The third reference to the Babylonian temple tower is found in the taunt song against the king of Babylon found in Isa. In these references we see the sacred mountain with its temple as the symbol of the pride and power of the nation.
In the warfare of that day defeated cities would be destroyed and left a hill of ruins." In this destruction the religious center and symbol of the enemy's power would be purposely leveled. In the Nabonidus stele we read:12
The king of the Manda hordes demolished the sanctuaries of all the gods of Subartu (Assyria) ... and the towns within the territory of Akkad which had been hostile. N. one of their cult centers he omitted, laying waste their sacred towns worse than a flood storm.
We are suggesting as a hypothesis that the "mountains and hills" of Isa. 41:15 are a symbolic reference to the idolatrous religions of the nations represented by the ziqqurat's of the Mesopotamian cities and especially the great ziqqurat of Babylon. These would be familiar to the Hebrew exiles both through their own observation and through their literature.
The terminology of the passage is that commonly used for destructive violence. With sword she doth cleave him. With fan she doth winnow him With fire she doth burn him.
With handmill she doth grind him. In the fields she doth sow him.
When similar terms appear in Hebrew religious terminology, they are not connected with the annual struggle between forces of life and death in nature but rather with God's activity in history.
Yahweh's anger is thus spoken of (Jer. 23:19; 30:23; cf. 18:19) :
Behold! The storm of Yahweh has gone out in fury, a sweeping storm that will whirl on the head of the wicked.
The anger of Yahweh will not turn back until he has fully accomplished the desires of his mind.
Isaiah of Jerusalem pictures the coming doom of Judah as a "threshing" (38:37), while an anonymous prophet calls Israel in exile "my threshed one" (Isa. 21:10). In Habakkuk (3:12) we see a picture of eschatological judgment:
Thou didst bestride the earth in fury, Thou didst thresh the nations in anger!
As we have seen, the language used in Isa. 41:14-16 is taken from history and from myth. The reference to mountains indicates that the realm of myth is here dealt with. The nearest parallel comes from the Tammuz liturgy, where the In Israelite literature the mountains of men's pride are shattered by Yahweh (Isa. 2:14), and it is Yahweh himself who is against the "destroying mountain" (Jer. 51:25). It is he who shakes the mountains in the eschatological day (Hab. 3:6, 8, 10 ).
The only analogy we can find to this situation where Israel is an active agent is from Israel is to be a new threshing sledge. We have suggested that this is in keeping with the new event-the new Exodus and conquest-that is about to take place. In former times Assyria, Egypt, and Babylon had threshed Israel. Now it was to be reversed. The "puny worm" was to be made a mighty threshing sledge. But just as the kings of Assyria and Babylon and Egypt, and even Cyrus himself, were agents of Yahweh, so Israel is also the agent. But this is a new threshing sledge. No ordinary warfare is being described here. In the light of the final strophe of the poem (42:1-4), where it is said that the Servant will not break a "cracked reed" or extinguish a "smoking wick," we are perhaps justified in identifying this destructive violence not with the nations themselves but with their gods and temples.
In short, the mountains and hills in this passage have a double significance-the foundations of earth and support of heaven and the dwelling place of the pagan gods. In this second meaning they stand in enmity to Yahweh. The historical symbol of this enmity was the temple towers of Mesopotamia. Israel's role in the future is in close relation to mountains and hills in this aspect of their meaning.
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